THE  MATERIALIST  CONCEPTION   OF  HISTORY
republics and empires, as well as the economic develop-
ment from barter to the elaborate monetary system and
the world-embracing trade of later Antiquity, seems to
proceed on an ascending slope. The transition, however,
from Antiquity to the system which Marx calls the feudal
system, is certainly no progress but rather a retrograde
movement. Mankind sinks back towards a more
primitive state ; in his political organisation man returns
almost to nomadic and patriarchal times ; his economic
system is no longer monetary but once more what is
called natural economy. Then, after a long interval
of barbarism, a new ascent begins, which is in many
respects analogous to that of the past. Owing to the
fact, however, that the remnants from the achievements
of the antique world were of immeasurable value for the
reconstruction of society, the ascent was much more
rapid and a level was reached which was in many
respects much higher.
Learning has taken great pains to find out the causes
of that greatest and most fatal of all historical cata-
strophes, the fall of ancient Rome. It was formerly
ascribed to the great migration of peoples, the wild German
tribes being pressed westward and southward by Slavs
and Mongols into the territory of the Empire, which
they conquered and destroyed. This was a rather super-
ficial view and one which did not afford much insight
into the connection of events. The migration of peoples
had begun many centuries earlier and lasted much
longer; one might perhaps say that it began with the
dawn of mankind and has been going on ever since.
Yet whenever, during previous centuries, the barbarians
attempted to invade the Empire, they were defeated
and repelled by the Roman legions. From the middle
168